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President Ernesto Samper continues to battle charges, both in Colombia and in the US, that he has
ties to Colombia's drug lords. The ongoing accusations have strained relations with Washington
and triggered new threats to cut off US aid. Although the Colombian government has emphatically
denied the charges, at least one investigation of drug money finding its way into the Samper
campaign is underway by the attorney general. The latest charges appeared in the daily La Prensa,
owned by the family of Partido Conservador head and former president Misael Pastrana (1970-1974).
The paper recently published reports and documents supposedly supporting accusations that the
Cali cartel donated money to the Samper campaign fund.
In the June 1994 election, Samper defeated Pastrana's son, Andres Pastrana. Two days following the
election, Andres Pastrana made public cassette tapes in which the drug lords are heard discussing
the US$3.7 million contribution. Samper said the cartel offered money to his campaign, but it was
turned down. After the latest stories appeared in La Prensa, Samper's cabinet issued an official
statement on March 3 supporting the president and categorically denying that he received money
from the Cali cartel during his campaign.
"We reject the continuous way in which some political sectors and La Prensa newspaper are
disseminating in a cowardly and irresponsible manner malicious and unfounded rumors against
cabinet ministers, advisors, and secretaries, and even against the president...," read the declaration
signed by 15 ministers, four of whom are Conservatives. Pastrana was not satisfied with the latest
government denials and called on Samper to "publicly swear that he has never received drug
money." While Samper did not take the oath demanded by Pastrana, he once again denied any
wrongdoing. "I offer my entire life to all Colombians who want to question my integrity and
my honesty," Samper said. "Let them examine it, investigate it, and if they find any evidence of
unseemly behavior in my public or private activities, let them present it to the courts."
Just hours after Samper's cabinet released its statement, in Washington US Sen. Jesse Helms (R-SC)
called Colombia a "narcodemocracy" and threatened to cut off military, economic, and commercial
aid unless Colombia complies with US demands in fighting drug trafficking. On March 1, President
Bill Clinton gave Colombia a "conditional" certification to allow the country to continue receiving
US aid. In the certification, Clinton said Colombia had not done enough to combat international
drug trafficking, but cited "national security" reasons for not cutting off aid (see NotiSur, 03/10/95).
Congress can, however, ignore the recommendation. Helms introduced a bill giving Columbia an
ultimatum to deal effectively with the Cali cartel or lose all US aid as of Feb. 6, 1996. Helms's bill
demands that Colombia:
-investigate financing of candidates and political parties by drug traffickers;
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-give the support and resources necessary to law enforcement bodies to put behind bars the heads
of the cartels and confiscate their wealth;
-end the policy of giving reduced sentences to drug dealers who turn themselves in; and
-destroy 44,000 hectares of coca and poppy fields by Jan. 1, 1996, and then destroy all remaining
fields by Jan. 1, 1997.
The Colombian government reacted angrily to Helms remarks. "I do not accept ultimatums," said
Samper. "Colombia, as a sovereign country, has developed its own policy in the fight against drugs.
We are willing to share the goals and objectives of our anti-drug policy and we are going to carry
it out with or without certifications." Colombian officials insist that no other country has done as
much, or paid as high a price, to crack down on drug trafficking. And, they add, the US also needs
to do much more to reduce the demand that fuels the drug-producing mafias. Surprisingly, US
Ambassador Myles Frechette came to Samper's aid after this last round of accusations.
"The recent intensification in the war against the Cali cocaine cartel by Colombian authorities merits
great admiration," said Frechette. "It shows the determination of President Samper to pursue his
policies of fighting drug trafficking." Such statements reflect a turnaround by Frechette, whose
remarks about Samper last January led to the qualified certification of Colombia by the Clinton
administration in March. Meanwhile, the Colombian weekly news magazine Semana charged the
Samper administration with censorship regarding a story about a mysterious "Maria," a DEA agent
who allegedly was present in 1989 when the drug barons gave Samper money in exchange for efforts
to include a ban on extradition in the 1991 Colombian Constitution.
Semana publisher Mauricio Vargas said police detectives visited the magazine and both presidential
advisor Monica DeGreiff and Defense Minister Fernando Botero telephoned the magazine
pressuring him to suppress the story. Samper denied efforts to censor or change the story in Semana
and has asked for an investigation. Since his election last June, Samper has been unable to put to
rest the accusations of drug ties that clouded his victory. The attorney general's office has said it is
now investigating why people linked to the Cali cartel made payments totaling at least two billion
pesos ($2.4 million at the time) to intermediaries connected to Samper between the first and second
rounds of the presidential elections last year.
With the renewed charges at home plus increased US pressure, Samper has gone all out to
show that his administration is serious about capturing the Cali leaders. On April 9, he said the
government was "closing in on them," in an interview in the Bogota daily El Espectador. The
Samper administration also posted the offer of US$1.5 million in rewards for information leading to
the capture of the suspected leaders of the cartel, brothers Miguel and Gilberto Rodriguez Orejuela,
and US$570,000 for each of five less powerful leaders. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 04/04/95; United
Press International, 04/06/95; Reuter, 04/03/95, 04/04/95, 04/09/95; Agence France-Presse, 04/04/95,
04/09/95)
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